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    Agatha Christie


    
      	Name: Agatha Mary Clarissa Christie (née Miller).


      	Born: 15September 1890 in Torquay, Devon.


      	Died: 12January 1976 in Wallingford, Oxfordshire.


      	Context: a wide variety of literary and artistic trends and movements were rapidly gaining and losing popularity throughout Europe as the continent was engulfed in a series of crises and two world wars.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920), novel


          	The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926), novel


          	Partners in Crime (1929), short story collection


          	Murder on the Orient Express (1934), novel


          	Death on the Nile (1937), novel


          	And Then There Were None (1939), novel


          	A Murder Is Announced (1950), novel


          	The Mousetrap (1952), play

        

      

    


    It would be tremendously difficult to find someone who has never heard of Agatha Christie. Simply mentioning her name brings to mind her most famous heroes, namely Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple, as well as her many bestselling novels such as And Then There Were None and The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. The Queen of Crime, as she has often been called, is one of the world’s best-known, most-read and most-translated authors. Although reviews of her work have not always been favourable, her talent and prolific output brought her tremendous popular success, and she remains one of the most famous crime novelists of all time even today.


    Christie’s influence on the genre of detective fiction cannot be overstated: it was very popular during the time she was active as an author, and her style became the accepted norm to such an extent that contemporary detective novels still follow the same conventions and form. However, she was always able to add touches of originality to each work of detective fiction and never failed to surprise her readers, who were so hooked on her work that they took to demanding a “Christie for Christmas” every year. The public were endlessly captivated by her boundless creativity, as well as her gift for suspense, her technique of subtly scattering clues throughout the novel and the inevitable surprise when the culprit is finally unmasked. It does not take a skilled detective to deduce why this prolific author’s books are still sold, read and enjoyed, or why her devoted fans only continue to grow in number!

  


  
    Context


    A century of global crises and conflicts


    As the 20th century dawned, there were no clues pointing to the upheaval and disasters lurking just around the corner. The start of the century was marked by optimism, originality, modernisation and scientific, artistic, social and economic progress. However, new rivalries sprang up between certain European countries, stirring up nationalist sentiment across the continent.


    By 1914, Europe had become a powder keg, and all it took was a single spark to ignite it: on 28June, a Serbian anarchist assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914), the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne. Austria-Hungary sought vengeance, supported by Germany, and the rest of the world was forced to choose a side. Although the worst of the fighting took place in Europe, where France, the United Kingdom and Russia faced off against the coalition formed by Germany and Austria-Hungary, its repercussions rippled around the globe. The Great War, as it has often been called, lasted for four years, during which 9million people were killed and around 20million people were injured. The conflict ended in 1918 when four great empires (the German, Russian, Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires) collapsed, redrawing the map of Europe. However, the surviving citizens of each country, though weakened by the horrors they had lived through, gained a newfound determination to live life to the full.


    Of course, the respite offered by the “Roaring Twenties” could not last forever. The Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the ensuing economic crisis, coupled with the rise of totalitarian regimes in several European countries, plunged the continent back into turmoil. But the darkest days were yet to come, and on 1September 1939, Germany invaded Poland, which spurred France and the United Kingdom to officially declare war on Germany two days later. Once again, the four corners of the globe were drawn into the conflict: Japan quickly entered the war on the German side, while the United States and the Soviet Union supported the Allies. Furthermore, the worst atrocities were committed far from the battlefield during this war; instead, they were perpetrated in the labour and concentration camps set up by the Nazis to imprison Jews, Romani and other minorities. By the end of the Second World War, the death toll had reached 50to 70million lives. In total, the war lasted for six years, during which the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill (1874-1965), actively fought against the Axis (the name given to the alliance between Germany, Italy and Japan), and chiefly against Hitler’s Germany. The Third Reich eventually surrendered on 8May 1945, followed by Japan on 2September of that year.


    The unspeakable violence perpetrated during the course of this war took an unimaginable toll on the spirits of those involved, and the ideologies, values and mindsets of individuals throughout the world were affected by it for many years to come. Meanwhile, two countries emerged from the war stronger than ever: the United States of America and the Soviet Union, both of which lost no time in establishing their dominance over the rest of the world almost before the dust began to settle. The postwar period was also marked by the dawning realisation that these two superpowers were headed down paths that lay in stark political and ideological opposition to one another (capitalism and communism, respectively), and the resulting antagonism between them gave rise to the Cold War (1947-1991), which had a profound impact on global history for the next 45years.


    In Britain, the Labour Party returned to power after the Second World War following an election campaign which promised major change in the health, social welfare and service sectors. After several years of austerity, leisure activities and luxury goods became increasingly popular and accessible (holidays, televisions, shopping centres, etc.), and the 1960s were characterised by sweeping educational reforms and much greater social freedom. However, this carefree era gave way to a new wave of conflict in the 1970s due to the outbreak of the Troubles in Northern Ireland after tensions between the Ulster loyalist and Irish republican communities reached boiling point, as well as the energy shortages caused by the 1973 oil crisis. Christie died just a few years before Margaret Thatcher (British Prime Minister, 1925-2013) came to power and introduced sweeping austerity reforms to combat the crisis.


    Diverse literary trends and the popularity of crime fiction


    Following a century during which the literary scene had been chiefly dominated by Romanticism, Dickensian social literature, and psychological novels in the style of the Brontë sisters (Charlotte, 1816-1855; Emily, 1818-1848; Anne, 1820-1849), the late 19th century saw British readers develop a taste for new, less traditional genres: detective novels, fantastic tales, children’s literature and experimental theatre. In the following decades, one indirect consequence of the two successive world wars was the emergence of new perspectives in various artistic and cultural fields. In literature, this led to the rise of absurdist fiction due to society’s crumbling faith in the future, and themes such as dehumanisation and depersonalisation were explored in increasing depth. Some writers also pioneered new genres such as science fiction (notably Aldous Huxley, 1894-1963) and fantasy (notably J.R.R.Tolkien, 1892-1973).


    These cultural shifts throughout the 20th century did nothing to diminish the popularity of crime fiction, which has endured to this day. Although its origins can be traced back to antiquity, the genre as we know it today emerged towards the end of the 19th century following urbanisation, the emergence of the working class, rising crime rates, the creation of police forces and advances in forensic science. The American author Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849) is universally recognised as the pioneer of detective fiction, and his work provided inspiration for a whole host of other authors, including the writers of French serial novels. This genre, which includes works such as The Lerouge Affair (1866) by Émile Gaboriau (1832-1873) and The Mystery of the Yellow Room (1908) by Gaston Leroux (1868-1927), is characterised by masterful use of suspense and unexpected plot twists. Meanwhile, Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930) popularised the genre in Britain from 1887 onwards with the creation of two characters whose popularity has proven timeless: the detective Sherlock Holmes and his sidekick Dr Watson. Countless other novelists have since followed in his footsteps, and Christie is indisputably the most famous of their number.


    Any good detective novel features certain essential ingredients: a crime, a victim, a culprit, a list of suspects, a trail of clues, an investigator, lashings of mystery and a liberal dose of suspense. However, it is an extremely broad genre which can be divided into a number of different sub-genres, each with their own unique characteristics. Furthermore, detective fiction originally tended to take the form of short stories, but crime writers began to favour the novel form from the 1920s onwards, as this gave them more options, such as the possibility of exploring the investigation in greater detail and setting up red herrings for their readers. The conventional structure of detective fiction underwent several changes until the unmasking of the culprit eventually became its accepted primary goal, at which point writers stopped channelling their efforts into creating memorable characters and settings or focusing on stylistic concerns. As such, the genre began to draw considerable criticism – until Christie arrived on the scene, breathing new life into detective fiction and becoming its new figurehead.

  


  
    Biography


    Rocky beginnings
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    Portrait of Agatha Christie.


    Agatha Christie was born Agatha Mary Clarissa Miller on 15September 1890 in Torquay, Devon. She was the youngest of three children, and her father, Frederick Alvah Miller (1846-1901), died when she was just 11years old. Her childhood in England was uneventful, and thanks to the inheritance her late father left to her upper-middle-class mother, Clarissa Margaret Boehmer (1855-1926), the family was able to live comfortably. Christie’s mother also oversaw her education, and encouraged her to read and write: the future author completed several poems and short stories at a very early age, and displayed a remarkable talent for inventing stories. Although she moved to Paris at the age of 16 to study singing and music in the hopes of making a career as an opera singer, her voice suffered and her extreme shyness prevented her from making any significant progress. After returning from Paris, she and her mother travelled to Cairo, and upon her return to England, she wrote her first novel, encouraged by her mother and her friend Eden Philpotts (British novelist, 1862-1960), as well as several stories. However, these early efforts were never published.


    The beginning of her career as an author was decidedly rocky. Although she wrote a great deal and tried her hand at a variety of genres (including theatre, poetry and morbid short stories), she struggled to find publishers for her work. Shortly before the outbreak of World WarI, she met an aviator in the Royal Air Force, Archibald Christie (1889-1962), and they married in 1914. When she took her new husband’s surname, she could scarcely have dreamed that her writing would soon make that name famous worldwide. Shortly after the wedding, her husband left for France to serve in the war, while Christie studied pharmacy and worked in a military hospital throughout the war. These experiences provided her with a broad knowledge of toxicology, which she frequently employed in her novels. During the war, she was too busy to continue writing, until a bet with her sister Madge spurred her to plan a detective story which she wrote after the war and which was published in 1920 as The Mysterious Affair at Styles.


    Literary success and personal struggles


    Christie finally found her literary calling with this novel: detective fiction. 1926 was a turning point in her life, because just as her career as an author began to take off following the publication of her seventh novel, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (which placed her firmly on the path to success and cemented her reputation as a crime novelist par excellence), her personal life was plunged into turmoil. After having a daughter (Rosalind, 1919-2005) with her husband, he told her he was planning to leave her for another woman. That same year, Christie’s mother died, and these two events left her completely bereft and emotionally adrift. On 3 December 1926, she disappeared; the press soon got wind of the story and latched onto it, spinning out dozens of lurid theories, and the public was utterly engrossed by the mystery. Christie was found 12 days later in Harrogate, Yorkshire, and was diagnosed with temporary amnesia.


    She divorced Archibald Christie in 1928, and struggled to recover emotionally from the ordeal. Fortunately, shortly afterwards she met the archaeologist Sir Max Edgar Lucien Mallowan (1904-1978), who was 15 years her junior, on a trip to Baghdad. They became friends and remained in close contact before marrying in 1930. From that time onwards, Christie frequently accompanied her husband on his business trips to the Near and Middle East, which provided her with ample subject matter for several of her stories, including Murder in Mesopotamia (1936) and Death on the Nile (1937). The lack of distractions also allowed her to write in peace, and she wrote several novels during these trips. She was most prolific during the 1930s, publishing more books then than during any other period of her life, including most of the novels which are considered her masterpieces, such as And Then There Were None (1939) and Murder on the Orient Express (1934). The success of these novels has never waned: they all became bestsellers, were serialised in magazines and have been translated into more than 100languages.


    Recognition and death


    During the Second World War, Christie’s husband left for Egypt to aid the Allied fight against the Nazi Afrika Korps, but the author remained in England, where she continued to write while also resuming her work as an auxiliary in a British hospital. This political context had a subtle influence on her writing, and in certain novels she condemns Nazi ideology outright.
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